Looking in from the outside: The case of the excluded self-publisher by Poliakova, Liz
Stream: Interdisciplinary Journal of Communication 
2021, Vol 13(1), 96–110 




Corresponding Author: Liz Poliakova – lizpoliakova@gmail.com 









A significant portion of books on Amazon are self-published using Kindle Direct 
Publishing. Self-publishers are given an opportunity to share their work with the 
world with a few clicks of their mouse. However, traditional publishing infrastruc-
tures are not as welcoming to the self-publisher. This paper performs a discourse 
analysis of government funding frameworks available to workers in the Canadian 
publishing industry. Through the analysis stage, the study finds that the self-
publisher is ineligible to apply for funds and grants from the government both on 
the provincial and the federal levels. The self-publishing business model is not rec-
ognized as a legitimate one and is often equated with vanity publishing, which 
comes with a stigma. Furthermore, traditional publishing industry workers act as 
gatekeepers who also exclude the self-publisher from the conversation around the 
changing landscape of the Canadian publishing industry. Even though the self-
publisher should be recognized as a legitimate worker of the cultural industries, 
they are not acknowledged as such both by government officials who distribute 
grants and traditional publishers. This study adds to the limited scope of research 
conducted on self-publishing in order to break the boundaries that self-publishers 
encounter. The study concludes with recommendations to assess the process of the 
distribution of government funds and grants in order to incorporate the changing 




Publishing, self-publishing, government frameworks, funding frameworks. 
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When David Chilton first self-published The Wealthy Barber it sold only 
12,000 copies (McGugan, 2015). However, over the years the book was purchased 
over 2 million times (MacDonald, 2011). Even though Chilton’s debut work can be 
considered a best-selling sensation, it has never been nominated for a Canadian lit-
erary award or prize. Self-publishers are usually excluded from the traditional pub-
lishing industry by being barred from award nominations in addition to being ineli-
gible for government funding that is given to workers of the conventional book 
trade. As displayed by Chilton’s success story, self-publishers can contribute sub-
stantially to the publishing industry in Canada and should be given equal opportuni-
ties as traditional publishers. 
For the purpose of this study a self-publisher will be defined as someone who 
finds their own consumers directly, takes on all the financial burdens of the project 
related to each stage of the production-distribution-consumption cycle, which can 
include hiring others for such jobs as editing and distribution. The novel form of 
self-publishing that is discussed in this paper refers to digital self-publishing prac-
tices, which include the production of eBooks and the employment of online distri-
bution methods. On the other hand, the traditional publisher will be defined as 
someone who works with multiple authors simultaneously, owns the rights to their 
work, and fully subsidizes the project. Traditional presses are in full control of the 
production, distribution, and marketing stages where the authors’ opinions and 
preferences are secondary. The major disparity between the two business models is 
the fact that the production team has more agency in the process of publication, dis-
tribution, and marketing, whereas the self-publishers have full agency over these 
stages. With the introduction of novel distribution methods, such as the purchase of 
products online, the author no longer needs the publisher to be their link to the 
reader. Therefore, the conventional publishers can no longer be recognized as the 
only gatekeepers who provide access to consumers. The infrastructure of the pub-
lishing industry is changing with new digital publishing practices changing the roles 
of the workers in the book trade. 
This paper performs a discourse analysis, which aims to deliver that some 
government funding models should be re-examined in order to incorporate novel 
business models through the example of the excluded self-publisher. Discourse 
analysis is associated with social interactions: “social reality is produced and made 
real through discourses, and social interactions cannot be fully understood without 
reference to the discourses that give them meaning” (Phillips and Hardy, 2002: 3). 
This type of data analysis is utilized in order to explore the relationship between the 
self-publisher and the traditional publishing sector through observing the language 
the government frameworks employ to describe “legitimate” candidates for their 
Liz Poliakova  98  
 
  
funds and grants. The study concludes that the self-publisher is omitted from the 
government frameworks designed to aid actors of the publishing industry, which 
creates inequalities between new and traditional business models. The study con-
cludes by suggesting some changes, which can be made to the government funding 
policies in order for the self-publisher to become a legitimate member of the pub-
lishing industry. 
The Canadian Book Trade in Historical Perspectives 
The Canadian government has had an active role in the function of the Cana-
dian cultural industries since 1957 with the founding of the Canada Council for the 
Arts; in 1972 the federal government started providing funds and loans to publish-
ers directly (Dewar, 2017). The role of the government in the cultural industries is 
an important one and is emphasised by a number of political economy scholars 
(Downing, 2014; Golding and Murdock, Garnham, 2014; 1996; McChesney, 2000; 
Mosco, 2009). However, no active research is being conducted on the government’s 
role in the Canadian publishing sector and how new business models such as self-
publishing can be successfully incorporated into the Canadian book trade. This 
study aims to open future discussions on the role of the self-publisher in the chang-
ing landscape of the Canadian publishing industry and highlight some issues present 
in government funding frameworks. 
Vincent Mosco (2009) contends that creating “social policies and programs 
to protect the economic existence of social acts” is an important role of the govern-
ment in order to have a democratic space, not influenced by capitalistic values of 
business conglomerates (p. 147). This can be displayed in the significance of having 
“Free Spaces” that take the shape of independent presses or public broadcasting 
networks (ibid). In Canada there are no public divisions or any open access plat-
forms for writers to create and distribute their literary projects. Authors who do not 
want to pursue a traditional publishing career have to resort to third-party foreign 
online publishing websites (e.g. Amazon, Smashwords, etc.). However, in order for 
cultural diversity to flourish there has to be a balance between corporations driven 
by capital and the public division (Golding and Murdock, 1996, p.17). Government 
funding programs can potentially prompt the development of open access spaces 
that bypass traditional methods of production, which can create a more diverse en-
vironment. The current government funding available has mostly helped the already 
established actors of the traditional publishing industry. This is an issue because the 
corporate world of book production (the gatekeepers) often limits the entrance of 
new business models into the system. 
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In a historical perspective, the distinction between traditional presses and 
presses founded by authors have been blurred in the Canadian publishing sector. 
There was no evident stigma attached to writers who would go on to establish their 
own publishing houses; in contrast, they would be described as valuable additions 
to Canadian literary culture (Lorimer, 2012; MacSkimming, 2007). However, re-
search on the Canadian book trade does not link the author-turned-publisher to the 
practice of self-publishing in any way. During the inception of the Canadian publish-
ing industry many writers of poetry would start a publishing house to produce their 
own work. For instance, House of Anansi, which still operates today, was established 
by two writers: Dennis Lee and Dave Godfrey. The earliest work of the press was 
Lee’s own poetry (Shoesmith, 2013: 10-11).  Nevertheless, the term “self-publishing” 
is absent from studies conducted on the Canadian publishing industry. Furthermore, 
there are very few contemporary studies conducted on the Canadian self-publishing 
sector in general (Olson, 2014; Thomlison and Belanger, 2015); and there are no 
studies specifically outlining how new business models, such as digital self-
publishing, are being incorporated into the Canadian book trade. This study aims to 
fill this void in order to bring self-publishing into the conversation around the 
changing practices in the publishing industry. 
Federal Funding 
The Canada Book Fund (CBF) and the Canada Council for the Arts programs 
are the largest sources of funding available to workers of the publishing industry. 
Approximately $39 million is allocated to publishers and publishing programs by 
the CBF, followed by $11 million distributed by the Canada Council for the Arts 
(Nawotka, 2018). The Canada Book Fund was introduced in 2009 and came into ef-
fect in 2013-2014 by replacing the Book Publishing Industry Development Program 
(BPIDP) (Lorimer, 2012, p. 174). The following section of the research draws on da-
ta collected from the CBF Application Guidelines from 2013-2019, in addition to the 
Cultural Industries Cluster Evaluation Report (Department of Canadian Heritage, 
2014) in order to highlight some issues in the wording of the funding frameworks, 
which ultimately exclude new business models.   
All the Application Guidelines analyzed for this study state that the main goal 
of the CBF is to encourage the visibility of Canadian-authored books through tools 
such as marketing and to strengthen “the infrastructure and efficiency” of the Cana-
dian publishing sector (Canada, 2019a; Canada Book Fund, 2017, p. 2; Canada Book 
Fund, 2016, p. 2; Canada Book Fund, 2015, p. 2; Canada Book Fund, 2012, p. 2). Con-
versely, when the documents are searched for key terms that relate to cultural goals 
(“culture” and “heritage”), they do not appear in the program framework. There are 
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no objectives developed to advance innovative cultural projects or practices, such as 
incorporating new business models (self-publishing, online distribution systems, 
etc.) into the book trade system. However, the guidelines specifically underscore 
that the objective to strengthen the current publishing infrastructure can be 
achieved through investing in projects and presses that already display commercial 
success (Canada Book Fund, 2017, p. 4; Canada Book Fund, 2016, p. 4; Canada Book 
Fund, 2015, p. 4; Canada Book Fund, 2012, p. 2).  
An analysis of the Cultural Industries Cluster Evaluation Report further accen-
tuates that the CBF is primarily interested in the economic potential of the Canadian 
book trade (Department of Canadian Heritage, 2014, p. 39). The report emphasizes 
that “economic stimulus” (Department of Canadian Heritage, 2014, p. 11) is an es-
sential factor in the stabilization of the publishing industry. Arguably, there is no in-
centive on behalf of the CBF to invest into new publishing practices but to specifical-
ly foster already developed traditional presses and their infrastructures that relate 
to the cycle of production, distribution, and consumption. 
The goal of supporting aspects of the industry that are economically viable is 
not a new phenomenon. This practice can be traced back to the first program devel-
oped by the government in the 1970s, the Canadian Book Publishing Development 
Program (CBPDP) and later the Book Publishing Industry Development Program 
(BPIDP). The CBPDP distributed the majority of the grants directly to publishers; 61% 
of the funding went to only five of the biggest publishing houses, with the rest of the 
grants given out to less commercially successful presses (Lorimer, 2012, p. 100). 
Even though the amount of funding left over was still a substantial amount, there 
was a large number of small presses applying for these grants, which meant that 
each individual press would get much less funding than the top five publishing 
houses. Therefore, there were boundaries created from the inception of these gov-
ernment programs, which excluded new businesses and supported the function of 
the established traditional presses. The BPIDP was also not an exception to this 
practice of fostering financially viable presses because the program’s goal was to 
combat low profitability (Department of Canadian Heritage, 2008, p. 44).  
The CBF has specific eligibility guidelines, which state that author subsidized 
projects are not eligible to receive grants and funding (Canada, 2019b). However, 
none of the eligibility criteria specifically state that “self-publishers” are not quali-
fied to apply. Based on the wording of the criterion, there appears to be a stigma at-
tached to works that are subsidized by the author, which can be read as self-
published or as vanity publications. Conversely, vanity publishing and self-
publishing are two separate practices. The main distinction between the two is that 
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vanity publishers do not have the intention to sell the books because their main rev-
enue comes directly from the author’s pocket (Vanity Publishing, 2009). Therefore, 
vanity presses do not strive to employ the highest standards when creating the fin-
ished product when the self-publisher’s main goal is to sell the product by creating a 
quality item that is marketable (Samson, 2018). Moreover, vanity presses provide 
packaged deals with no choice of professionals who create the final product such as 
editors and graphic designers; these packages are overpriced, and many authors 
end up in debt (Silver, 2017; Samson, 2018). On the other hand, the self-publisher is 
able to hire workers on a freelance basis and is in full control of who is aiding in the 
creation of the final product. Therefore, it must be recognized that vanity publishing 
is not the same as self-publishing. In the wording of the frameworks the two prac-
tices are not differentiated in any way but grouped together as similar practices that 
are not eligible for funding.  
The CBF is not the only source of federal funding that aids the workers of the 
publishing industry which excludes self-publishers. The Canada Council for the Arts 
grants funding to individual projects as well as organizations. The distribution of the 
fund is based on a peer review method that evaluates the candidates on a case-by-
case basis. However, the debate centered around funding projects that are economi-
cally successful versus culturally impactful ones has not escaped this government 
program either. Funding bodies such as the Canada Council for the Arts often need 
to display some economic arguments that justify the cultural products being funded 
such as “job creation, tourism and increased tax revenue” (Brault, 2005, p. 57). 
However, the council still predominantly funds artistic projects over commercial 
ones, which is displayed through their eligibility criteria that includes fiction, poetry, 
graphic novels, literary non-fiction, drama, children’s literature (Canada Council for 
the Arts, 2020). Conversely, titles that the author contributes to financially are ineli-
gible for funding (ibid), which directly excludes self-publishers. Once again, it must 
be noted that the wording of the document does not necessarily state that “self-
publishers” are ineligible. There is a gray zone created by these frameworks that do 
not acknowledge the existence of this new publishing practice. Nonetheless, new 
workers of the publishing industry are excluded due to the vague wording used in 
the eligibility requirements.   
The funding frameworks from the CBF and the Canada Arts Council empha-
size the issue of how the government often primarily focuses on promoting the eco-
nomic aspects of the cultural industries. The government’s economic objectives of-
ten overpower the sociocultural ones. Once cultural industries are recognized as 
businesses that produce products for consumption, it is difficult to recognize them 
as separate entities in the capitalist marketplace (Raboy, Bernier, Sauvageau, & At-
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kinson, 1994). In theory, it is logical to support businesses that are financially viable. 
However, the potential problem with that would be the lack of diversity of content. 
As stipulated by Golding and Murdock (1996) capital should not be the only factor in 
the decision of what cultural products are produced in order for diversity to develop 
(p.17).  
To conclude, the federal portion of the funding programs available support 
and favour projects that display financial promise. Furthermore, the term “self-
publishing” is not present in any of the documents under investigation. The eligibil-
ity criteria uses vague wording that excludes self-publishers without mentioning the 
actual term. Arguably, this signals that the practice of self-publishing is not recog-
nized as a legitimate one in the publishing sector.  
Provincial Funding 
In order to understand whether self-publishers are only experiencing this 
exclusion on the federal level, the research analyzes the funding frameworks on the 
provincial level as well. All the art councils, with the exception of the Nunavut Arts 
and Crafts Council, have websites that display the different guidelines pertaining to 
the types of funding available to presses and writers.  At the time of the study, The 
Nunavut Arts and Crafts Council website was under renovation, and no information 
on funding was available. The next section of the paper confirms that there are 
boundaries which self-publishers have to face not only on the federal but also on the 
provincial level in terms of their eligibility for funding programs.  
Through conducting a discourse analysis of the frameworks, the theme of a 
“gray zone” in the eligibility criteria is also present in the guidelines of the provincial 
councils, where projects subsidized by the author are ineligible for funding. For ex-
ample, Alberta Foundation for the Arts states that the following are not eligible for 
funding: “privately printed, self-published, and vanity press publications…print-on-
demand or shared cost publications” (Alberta Foundation for the Arts, 2018). The 
role of the traditional gatekeeper of the publishing industry is reinforced in these 
guidelines, which do not accept the fact that the production, distribution, and mar-
keting of a product can be done by a single person through utilizing freelance work-
ers or online tools. Similarly, the Arts Council of British Columbia provides a funding 
package, Operating Assistance for Book Publishers, which does not fund “self-
published books and books to which the author has made a financial contribution 
towards” (British Columbia Arts Council, 2018, p. 10). Another program supported 
by British Columbia Arts Council, Professional Project Assistance, does not provide 
funds towards for-profit projects (British Columbia Arts Council, 2019, p. 4-5). Man-
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itoba Art Council states that ineligible projects comprise of: “commercial production 
work in any discipline” and “self-publication” (Manitoba Arts Council, 2018, p. 11). 
Even though some art councils state that they support the collaboration of the dif-
ferent actors of the publishing industry, the guidelines still state that self-published 
work is not eligible for funding (Ontario Arts Council, 2020). Arts Nova Scotia’s 
funding guidelines state that 75% of titles produced by the press must be by authors 
“other than principals in the company” (Arts Nova Scotia, 2018, p. 1). Moreover, 
some art councils do not fund all the stages of the production, distribution, market-
ing cycle. Northwest Territories Arts Council excludes projects that need funding for 
marketing or distribution purposes (NWT Arts Council, 2019, p. 6). Additionally, 
commercial publishing projects and projects that present “sole financial gain of an 
artist” are ineligible (NWT Arts Council, 2019, p. 5).  
Nonetheless, there are a few art councils that do support the work of the self-
publisher, which signals a change in the publishing industry. New Brunswick Arts 
Board provides grants for new and emerging artist, which include individuals who 
“published at least one book with a professional publishing house or at least 10 po-
ems or at least 3 short stories or 3 works of literary non-fiction…or at least one self-
published book that successfully demonstrates commercial intent” (New Brunswick 
Arts Board, 2019). Similarly, Newfoundland and Labrador Arts Council provides 
funding through its Professional Project Grants Program, which supports an individ-
ual who has “copyright in his or her own work and has received royalty or residual 
payment based on that copyright” (Newfoundland and Labrador Arts Council, 2019). 
Therefore, there are some art councils that do provide support to individuals who 
want to self-publish and not take the traditional publishing route. The Art Councils 
of Saskatchewan, Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, and Yukon 
were not recognized to support or exclude the self-publisher.  
Through this analysis it becomes evident that half of the art councils ana-
lyzed (Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba, Ontario, North West Territories, Nova 
Scotia) specifically emphasize in their guidelines that they do not distribute grants 
to self-publishers or projects that are subsidized by the author. Arguably, this de-
picts that new business models are recognized but are deliberately excluded, while 
traditional publishing practices are promoted. On the other hand, the two art coun-
cils that do support all forms of production, self-published or not, are examples of 
how the self-publisher can potentially become incorporated into the publishing in-
dustry funding system successfully. 
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Reports from the traditional publishing industry  
The next section explores reports published by key workers of the publishing 
industry in order to understand whether the boundaries that self-publisher encoun-
ter also stem from the traditional publishing sector. This study investigates a report 
issued by the Association of Canadian publisher (ACP), which represents around 
115 presses and is a major association for traditional publishers in Canada (Associa-
tion of Canadian Publishers, 2019). Another document is published by Association 
Nationale des Éditeurs de Livres (ANEL) that specifically acts on behalf of French-
language presses. Lastly, this study also examines a report issued by members of the 
traditional publishing sector that met during a think-tank session in order to com-
pile recommendations for the publishing industry in Canada. The study analyzes the 
objectives each report emphasizes and whether the self-publishing business model 
is mentioned in terms of the changes impacting the publishing industry.  
The report published by the ACP highlights such issues as the lack of diversi-
ty in the publishing industry (Association of Canadian Publishers, 2015, p. 3) and 
the need for reallocation of funds towards the distribution and marketing stages of 
the publishing cycle (Association of Canadian Publishers, 2015, p. 7). Even though 
the report recognizes that the current infrastructure of the publishing sector is due 
for an upgrade, there is no mention of new business models (such as online distribu-
tion methods) that would be able to support these changes. Additionally, there is no 
mention of the self-publishing business model and how this phenomenon is becom-
ing more mainstream. For instance, Bowker published a report, which revelled that 
over one million self-published books were registered in 2017 (Bowker, 2018).  
ANEL is another publishers’ association, which discussed related objectives 
as the ACP for the publishing industry in their 2017 report. Similarly, the issue of 
distribution of content has come up in the document (Association Nationale des 
Éditeurs de Livres, 2017, p. 4). However, there are no specific changes indicated in 
the report on how to proceed with new distribution models and who they should be 
available to. Another objective promoted by ANEL is the adoption of new tools and 
innovations by traditional publishers such as print-on-demand technology (Associa-
tion Nationale des Éditeurs de Livres, 2017, p. 4). Arguably, this further cements the 
role of the traditional publishers as the only legitimate actors of the industry since 
they are promoted to host the print-on-demand technology, and there is no indica-
tion as to who can access it. Analogously to the report published by the ACP, there is 
no mention of self-publishing.   
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The More Canada report was written by twenty-nine professionals from the 
publishing industry in order to assess the state of the Canadian book trade. Similar 
to the two previous documents, the report outlines the issues with the accessibility 
and distribution of Canadian content, which was discovered through the use of lan-
guage in the report (Canadian Publishers Hosted Software Solutions, 2018, p.11, 14, 
17, 25). However, the self-publishing business model and the role of self-publishers 
in the Canadian book trade is not mentioned either.   
BookNet Canada produced a report asking respondents from the publishing 
sector a series of opinion-based questions that relate to the future of the publishing 
industry. The top two answers to what can possibly disrupt the publishing trade 
were “self-publishers” and “new business models.” Both of these answers were cho-
sen by 30% of respondents (BookNet Canada, 2017, p. 33). It can be observed 
through this response that traditional publishers do not support the self-publishing 
business model. The self-publishers are mostly invisible to the workers of the tradi-
tional publishing sector, but when they are recognized they hold a place in the mar-
gins seen as the disturbers. None of the reports produced by workers of the tradi-
tional publishing industry talk about novel business models of book production 
(eBooks) or distribution (digital distribution methods), indicating that the novel 
self-publishing business model is excluded from the conversation indefinitely.  
Conclusion  
After analyzing a number of government funding programs and reports pub-
lished by workers of the publishing industry, this study aims to highlight that as new 
and unconventional members of the cultural industries become more visible, there 
are challenges present that should be addressed. Arguably, traditional actors of the 
different cultural industries are often valued to a higher degree than new business 
models, which is problematic. As it was evident in the different reports published by 
the traditional workers of the publishing sector, the self-publisher is not recognized 
as a member and is not included in the conversation around the changing infrastruc-
ture of the book trade industry.  
The following section of the paper proposes a number of recommendations 
to the current structure of the funding models aimed at the publishing industry that 
should incorporate novel business models. A short-term goal would be geared at in-
corporating self-publishers into the system at the provincial level. As it was dis-
cussed, some provincial art councils do not restrict the self-publisher from applying 
for funding and grants. Therefore, there is a place for the self-publisher in the gov-
ernment funding ecosystem. By lifting the boundaries at the provincial level for all 
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provinces and territories, self-publishers can start to be recognized as legitimate ac-
tors of the publishing industry.  
A long-term goal would include the re-distribution of the Canada Book Fund 
in order to develop the current infrastructure that deals with production and distri-
bution channels that would be open not only to traditional presses but also to new 
business models such as self-publishers. These new infrastructures can be modeled 
on platforms such as Amazon that provide self-publishers and conventional presses 
the possibility to upload books for sale without gatekeepers. Furthermore, the CBF 
can draw from other government programs in terms of its distribution practices 
such as The Canada Arts Council, which distributes its grants based on a peer review 
process. A similar practice can be employed for the Canada Book Fund by introduc-
ing different tiers or stages that an applicant has to go through. This process would 
be rigorous, but it would also be more inclusive by opening up the eligibility criteria.  
The publishing culture is changing, which is displayed by the development of 
new infrastructures such as online book creation and distribution. The self-
publisher is a part of this change and should be recognized as a legitimate member 
of the Canadian publishing industry both by the government and the traditional 
publishers, which can be done through opening up access to grants and funding.  
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